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Tolerance holds the key to HK's search for new unity
The barriers and tents have gone from the streets of Admiralty, Mong Kok and Causeway Bay. Hong Kong must now come to terms with the divisive "Occupy/Umbrella" protests that took place in the last three months of 2014.

One great fear is that the conflict has weakened our core values. Sympathisers of the protests point to instances where some police abused their powers. Others reply that attacking the government headquarters and blocking main streets were antisocial, as well as illegal, acts.

I have travelled a lot in the past few months, and I was struck by how people overseas said they were impressed by the moderation of both our police and protesters. One contact was amazed the students were left to camp out on main roads. If the Occupy Wall Street protesters in 2011 had blocked traffic, they would have been arrested immediately - as 700 were on Brooklyn Bridge. While our students sat in tents in Admiralty, armed National Guard soldiers were patrolling Ferguson, Missouri.

Right in the middle of the Occupy protests in late November, a Singapore court sentenced a man to be caned for taking part and instigating others to take part in a riot in late 2013. The Singapore unrest involved migrant workers, and maybe the circumstances were not comparable. But it was a reminder that attitudes towards law and order, and punishment, are different - and often less tolerant - in other places.

Indeed, in Singapore, foreign citizens are barred from taking part in even the limited and regulated political assemblies allowed. While people of many nationalities were demonstrating freely at Admiralty, Hong Kong students in Singapore were detained after attending a pro-Occupy gathering.

As several observers noted at the time, people in Singapore may have real reason to fear the repercussions if they infringe the rules on protesting.

If you do not think the US or Singapore are fair comparisons, how about Australia? Police in Brisbane detained two Chinese students last November when they unfurled a banner supporting Hong Kong's Occupy protests in the city's central business district. They were later issued with notices banning them from the area, which was the site of the G20 summit.

It may be a cliché, but we have much to be grateful for compared with many other places.

Although hot tempers were evident on both sides, the protests should be remembered for being largely peaceful. Most of all, they ended calmly.

It could have worked out very differently. Articles 14 and 18 of the Basic Law make it clear that the People's Liberation Army can be asked to assist if local authorities lose control, and the central government can declare a state of emergency and apply national laws here if turmoil endangers national security. This might sound alarmist, but what would have happened if the clashes and chaos that marked the first week or two of the protests had become worse and worse?

I like to think that the peaceful conclusion to the protests means respect for our core values remains intact, and that we can be confident Hong Kong people across the spectrum remain moderate and value our freedoms. That includes the freedom to disagree, preferably in a civilised way.

This basic tolerance and decency are more important now than ever. We cannot kid ourselves that the divisions and disagreements came to an end when the protesters' tents were moved away.

Hong Kong is at the beginning of a process to find new unity and a new way forward. It is only through sticking to our core values, including the rule of law, that we can hope to find a way out of the social, economic and political problems we now face.
